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Academic Libraries
Abstract
Interpersonal conflicts occur across all relationships at all levels. Unresolved interpersonal conflicts can
lead to bullying, which has been under continued exploration in the workplace since the 1990s (Keashly &
Neumann, 2010). The longer someone is employed at an institution, the more time they will have to
experience interpersonal conflict in their work relationships. This study uses Harvey, Blouin, & Stout’s
(2006) Interpersonal Conflict Scale to examine the relationship between duration of employment and the
level of interpersonal conflict experienced by South Carolina academic librarians. The results of this study
indicate there is a low level of interpersonal conflict experienced in academic libraries in South
Carolinaand that conflict is not dependent on the duration of employment at one’s institution.
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Conflict within the workplace is often seen as inevitable, and how employees and employers
deal with this conflict can have a strong impact on the day-to-day work experience. Library work has
been shown to have the potential for many types of conflict to arise due to its decentralized nature. The
flexible structures, both in terms of workflow and in terms of reporting to supervisors and
administrators, create an environment where it is easy for conflict to go unseen, unreported, or
unchecked (Crumpton, 2014). As a result, library researchers have begun exploring these different types
of conflicts, their impact on employees and employers, and strategies that can be used to remediate
conflict-ridden situations.
Interpersonal conflicts, or any type of conflict/disagreement between two or more people,
occur across all relationships at all levels. They can provide opportunity for growth within a relationship;
however, if they are not managed appropriately, they can lead to disruption of relationships and
personal consequences for the individuals involved, which can take the form of physical, mental, or
emotional challenges (Oetzel & Ting-Toomey, 2013). Unresolved interpersonal conflicts can lead to
bullying, which has been noted to be on the rise in many workplaces (Ryan, 2016; Henry et al. 2018).
The longer someone is employed at an institution, the more time they will have to experience
interpersonal conflict in their work relationships. This study seeks to examine the relationship between
duration of employment at an academic library and the level of interpersonal conflict experienced by
South Carolina academic librarians.

Literature Review
Bullying in the workplace is on the rise, and libraries are no exception to this (Ryan, 2016; Henry
et al. 2018). The National Centre Against Bullying defines bullying as “...an ongoing and deliberate
misuse of power in relationships through repeated verbal, physical and/or social behaviour that intends
to cause physical, social and/or psychological harm” (2022). The ongoing, or repeated, nature of the
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behavior is a key factor in what makes an interaction bullying instead of another type of interpersonal
conflict (Alannah & Madeline Foundation, 2022). The decentralized nature of library work contributes to
the prevalence of bullying within the profession. Bullying can be costly for a library in a number of ways.
It can decrease productivity, increase absenteeism, impact staff turnover, and contribute to poor morale
(Crumpton, 2014). A majority of library workers have experienced some form of incivility or bullying in
the workplace, and many workers have also been witness to a bullying situation within their library
(Henry et al., 2018). There are systems in place to help counter workplace bullying, including
management complaints, HR systems, and ombudspersons; however, the systems are not perfect, and
workplace bullying is still something many people encounter and have to navigate in their library work
experience (Ryan, 2016). Library employees cite a need for strong leadership and for employee training
opportunities to combat incivility and bullying in their workplaces (Henry et al., 2018).
Interpersonal conflict is not necessarily the same as bullying; however, this type of conflict can
be a precursor to a bullying situation. Collegiality can be seen as a factor that contributes to the positive
resolution of interpersonal conflict. Many librarians believe being collegial with colleagues is important;
however, definitions of what encompasses collegiality vary from person to person. Most definitions of
collegiality involve a level of empathy and willingness to “get along” with another person (Freedman,
2012).
There are a number of factors that can come into play when setting the scene for interpersonal
and other types of conflict within libraries, and this article will focus on two specific factors: duration of
employment and amount of negative acts experienced. Duration of employment at a single library has
been shown to be related to the amount of negative acts experienced at work, with librarians who have
been employed at an institution for 4-7 years showing the highest rates of negative acts experienced
within the last six months (Freedman & Vreven, 2016).

South Carolina Libraries

3
Method

Harvey, Blouin, & Stout’s Interpersonal Conflict Scale (ICS) was used to survey South Carolina
academic library employees. This scale is a validated self-report measure used to determine the level of
interpersonal conflict experienced at work. The ICS was selected due to its brief nature (it is only five
questions) and the work of the authors to validate its effectiveness in measuring conflict (Harvey, Blouin,
& Stout, 2006). Questions were added to the start of the survey to verify participants were employed in
an academic library in the state of South Carolina and to determine two demographic factors. The two
demographic questions established the classification of the employee’s position (faculty, staff, or other)
and the duration of employment in the current position.
The survey, available through Qualtrics, was sent to employees of South Carolina academic
libraries through the Partnership Among South Carolina Academic Libraries (PASCAL) Academic Libraries
listserv and the South Carolina Library Association (SCLA) listserv in August 2020. The survey was open
for two weeks and received 92 responses. Of these responses, 6 were discarded due to not being
completed by employees of academic libraries. One response was discarded for being incomplete. This
left a total of 85 responses eligible for analysis.
Interpersonal Conflict Scores were calculated by adding together the numerical responses to the
Interpersonal Conflict Scale. Numerical values ranged from 1 (Never) to 5 (Very Often). The higher the
score, the more conflict present at work (Harvey et al., 2006).
Statistical analysis was then performed on individual items of the Interpersonal Conflict Scale
and the Interpersonal Conflict Scores using RStudio (2020).
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Results

Demographics of Participants
85 completed surveys were used for analysis in this study. Of the participants, 61 were faculty,
22 were staff, and 2 identified as other, including one affiliate and one department head. Participants
were employed in their current position from 0 to 20+ years (see Table 1).
Table 1
Duration of employment of survey respondents
Duration of employment

Number of participants

0-5 years

46

5-10 years

16

10-15 years

8

15-20 years

6

20+ years

9

Total Conflict Scores
Interpersonal Conflict Scores ranged from 5 to 22, with a mean of 10.82. The lowest possible
score to achieve was 5 and the highest possible score was 25. Faculty had a mean score of 10.61 and
staff had a mean score of 11.09. A chi-square test of independence found no significant relationship
between faculty/staff status and Interpersonal Conflict Score (X2(15, N = 83) = 16.203, p = 0.3687),
meaning the slight difference observed in the mean scores is likely due to chance.
Interpersonal Conflict Scores were examined in the context of duration of employment (see
Figure 1). A one-way ANOVA determined no significant difference in Interpersonal Conflict Score
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between different durations of employment (F(4,80) = 0.547, p = 0.702), meaning any relationship found
between duration of employment and Interpersonal Conflict Score is not strong or could be a result of
chance.

Figure 1
Mean Interpersonal Conflict Score experienced by different durations of employment
Note. The lines at the end of the bars in this chart show the standard deviation of the Interpersonal
Conflict Score for the given duration of employment.

Discussion
Generally low levels of conflict were experienced by South Carolina academic librarians across
all durations of employment, regardless of faculty/staff status. There was a small, but not significant,
increase in the level of conflict experienced as the length of employment increased. This could be due to

South Carolina Libraries

6

a cumulative effect of conflict over the duration of one’s career. Since no time frame was specified in
the survey, it is not possible to state if the level of conflict is acute or chronic in nature. However, the
relatively consistent conflict scores across all durations of employment suggests any exposure to conflict
in South Carolina academic libraries occurs with fair immediacy and maintains at a relatively constant
level throughout the workplace experience. For those seeking to work toward a conflict-free workplace,
this suggests a need for training and resources at all levels of employment, beginning with onboarding of
new hires and continuing throughout an employee’s time with the institution.
These findings are inconsistent with the findings of Freedman and Vreven, who observed higher
levels of conflict among employees who had been at their institution for 4-7 years (2016). The small
sample size used for this study could have caused this discrepancy. The difference in observations could
also be a result of the differences in study populations, as social conventions specific to the Southern
United States could have had an impact on conflict perceived, conflict experienced, or willingness to
classify an interaction as a “conflict.” This highlights a need to reduce barriers to communication about
interpersonal conflict at work. Conflict itself is inevitable, but having frank conversations about what it is
and how to cope with it can improve the working conditions for all.

Limitations
This study faced several key limitations. The sampling method used for survey distribution did
not provide for a comprehensive sampling of all academic librarians in South Carolina. Recruitment was
conducted via email notification to only two of several listservs that reach academic librarians in South
Carolina. As such, the sample size for the study (n = 85) was small. Those who participated in the survey
self-selected to be included in the sample, meaning their experiences may not be representative of the
entire population of academic librarians in the state.
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The survey itself was delivered without definitions or instructions to apply items on the scale to
a specific context. This allowed for participants to interpret the questions their own way, which may
have led to some inconsistencies in responses. Additionally, the survey did not account for demographic
factors, such as race, gender, or disability status, that could have an impact on the amount of conflict
experienced. Future studies are needed to explore the intersections of demographic factors and the role
they play in workplace conflict.

Conclusions
Interpersonal conflict occurs in South Carolina academic libraries at a very low level. The low
nature of Interpersonal Conflict Scores suggests if conflict or workplace violence is occurring within
South Carolina academic libraries it may be of a different nature, such as resulting from patron
interactions, job duties, or other sources of distress. Conflict within these environments is likely
impacted more by factors such as identity or role within the library than it is by duration of employment,
though further studies are needed to quantify the impact of these factors. Since Interpersonal Conflict
Scores were similar across all durations of employment, it stands that any of this type of conflict that will
occur will begin with fair immediacy upon arriving in a position and will remain constant throughout
employment.

Notes
The methodology for this study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at Clemson University.

South Carolina Libraries

8
References

Alannah & Madeline Foundation. (2022). Definition of bullying: National Centre Against Bullying.
National Centre Against Bullying. Retrieved June 7, 2022, from
https://www.ncab.org.au/bullying-advice/bullying-for-parents/definition-of-bullying/
Crumpton, M. A. (2014). The costs of having a bully in the library. The Bottom Line: Managing Library
Finances, 27(1), 17-21. doi:1-.1108/BL-02-2014-0004
Freedman, S. (2012). Collegiality matters: Massachusetts public higher education librarians’ perspective.
Journal of Academic Librarianship, 38(2), 108–114. doi:10.1016/j.acalib.2012.02.003
Freedman, S., & Vreven, D. L. (2016). Workplace incivility and bullying in the library: perception or
reality? College & Research Libraries, 77(6), 727-748. doi:10.5860/crl.77.6.727
Harvey, S., Blouin, C., & Stout, D. (2006). Proactive personality as a moderator of outcomes for young
workers experiencing conflict at work. Personality and Individual Differences, 40(5), 1063-1074.
doi:10.1016/j.paid.2005.09.021
Henry, J., Eshleman, J., Croxton, R., & Moniz, R. (2018). Incivility and dysfunction in the library
workplace: Perceptions and feedback from the field. Journal of Library Administration, 58(2),
128–152. doi:10.1080/01930826.2017.1412708
Keashly, L. & Neuman, J. H. (2010). Faculty experiences with bullying in higher education. Administrative
Theory & Praxis, 32(1): 48-70. doi:10.2753/ATP1084-1806320103
Oetzel, J. G. & Ting-Toomey, S. (2013). The SAGE Handbook of Conflict Communication : Integrating
Theory, Research, and Practice. SAGE Publications, Inc.
RStudio Team. (2020). RStudio: Integrated Development for R (Version 3.6.1). RStudio, PBC.
https://rstudio.com/
Ryan, M. (2016). Besting the workplace bully. Reference & User Services Quarterly, 55(4), 267-269.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/refuseserq.55.4.267

